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INSPIr INg cONSErVAT ION ThrOUgh BIrdINg

Purple Martins at Highland 
Mall – What a Show!
Article and photos by Shelia Hargis

“Are those bats?” “Why are they swirling around in a big 
group?” “How many birds are there?” “Where did they 
come from?” “Are these the same birds as last weekend?” 

“Are there other roosts like this in Texas?” 

These were just some of the questions Travis Audubon vol-
unteers fielded during the Purple Martin Parties that we 
held at Highland Mall this past July. 

This was the second summer Travis Audubon held Purple 
Martin Parties at the mall parking lot. We had an informa-
tional display about the birds and their roosts, along with 
a table featuring Travis Audubon’s programs and activities, 
and we signed up 24 new members! Our volunteers pro-
vided a friendly ear for attendees to express their awe and 
excitement about the birds and the roost spectacle.

Mike Leggett, outdoors writer at the Austin Ameri-
can-Statesman, attended one evening and ran an article 
on July 3. Kris Betts, KVUE reporter, and Matt Olsen, KVUE 
photojournalist, came to film the aerial show. Alan Fisher, 
video producer at the Texas Parks & Wildlife Department, 
interviewed me for a video about Purple Martins that will 
be shown on TPWD’s PBS program.

First-time visitor Richard MacKinnon was so impressed 
that he created a Facebook page (Austin Swallows) and 
website for raising awareness. Realizing the value of get-
ting Austin Community College Board members and oth-
ers to see the roost, Rich issued a Facebook invite to a 

“Squawk Party” to show the level of support and interest 
that exists in the community. And his efforts paid off!

In addition to non-birders, quite a few local birders and 
even some out-of-towners came to see the roost. Atten-
dance escalated dramatically as the month wore on. Our 
rough approximations counted about 100 people and 
15,000 birds on July 5, and by July 27 we estimated 400 
people and 400,000 birds!

Three birds were rescued under the roost trees. One was 
cared for by a wildlife rehabilitator, who reported that the 
bird recuperated nicely. Kat Ross, who was volunteering 

at the Travis Audubon info table, rescued another bird and 
took it to Wildlife Rescue (where she also volunteers). It 
had suffered head trauma. Laurie Foss and I took another 
bird to Wildlife Rescue; the initial evaluation indicated the 
bird was very skinny but with no obvious injuries.

In mid-July, Laurie Foss and I met with the ACC Facilities 
& Construction executive director and two representatives 
from the development company, RedLeaf Properties. We 
discussed how campus development plans might impact 
the roost site. They were open to working with us, and we 
will continue the conversation to hopefully find a solution 
that works for the birds and for ACC/RedLeaf Properties. 
Development is not scheduled to commence for a couple 
of years.

On July 28, the Hornsby Bend Purple Martin landlord 
team (Julia Balinsky, Andy Balinsky, Barbara Vinson, Du-
wane Vinson, Julia Heskett, Hemant Kulkarni, and Chaitra 
Mutalik) installed predator guards around the roost trees. 
Free-roaming cats had been observed climbing the trees 
and grabbing birds. The predator guards consisted of metal 
flashing and chicken wire. Broken tree limbs were removed 
from the ground to eliminate hiding places for the cats. 

The Purple Martin Parties were a lot of fun, a wonderful 
outreach opportunity, and a good way to get Travis Audu-
bon’s name out in the community. I think it would be great 
if we commit to making this an annual event. Contact me 
at shelia.hargis@gmail.com if you would like to help next 
summer.

A big thanks to the party volunteers: Judith Bailey, Marc 
Bernat, Valarie Bristol, Frances Cerbins, Donna Edar, Victor 
Emanuel, Laurie Foss, Joan Foster, Shelia Hargis, Lynn Hill, 
Caroline Jones, Clif Ladd, Laura Legett, Caroline LeGette, 
Carol Ray, Kat Ross, Julie Sanford, Judie Tasch, Peggy Ta-
vakkol, Jane Tillman, and Julia Youngblood. (I apologize if 
I missed anyone.) •
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President’s 
Column
Appreciating Urban Habitat

by Caroline Jones 

My subdivision has beautiful trees and a big 
green space where birds, deer, and an occa-
sional fox can be seen. I enjoy watching the birds 
partake of our bird feeders, and seeing the deer 
lying on the green space. There are dangers of 
course. A big, orange cat roams onto our prop-
erty seeking prey, and the deer dodge cars on 
a busy street. Sometimes a coyote is seen and 
all we small dog owners are extra alert on our 

evening walks. All in all we live together well, in 
our urban setting. I sometimes wonder about 
the land that is my neighborhood and what it 
was like many decades ago. How much we 
have changed it. To be clear – I love my home 
and am not offering to give it back to the birds 
and the deer, or the foxes and coyotes. What 
my ruminating about the neighborhood before 
it was a neighborhood does is cause me to be 
grateful for the preserve down the street, and 
the green space in my subdivision. Someone, 
or some group of someones, who came before 
me was very wise. And we, Travis Audubon, are 
very wise to promote "the conservation of na-
tive birds and their habitat." We have our three 
wonderful sanctuaries. Other opportunities will 
come our way. Let's be ready to participate, col-
laborate, and initiate! •

Subscription Information

Signal Smoke (ISSN 1931-9282) is published 
six times yearly. Subscription is a membership 
benefit. To join, use the form on the back page, 
or go to www.travisaudubon.org for an online 
form. For address or subscription changes, 
call 512.300.BIRD (2473) or e-mail info@tra-
visaudubon.org. USPS does not forward Sig-
nal Smoke. No part of this publication may be 
reproduced without permission in writing from 
Travis Audubon. Copyright © 2013.

Newsletter Deadline

The submissions deadline is the first day of the 
month preceding the first month of publication 
(for example, August 1 for the November/De-
cember issue). Submit non-copyrighted arti-
cles, announcements, and art to Aaron Prager, 
care of Nancy Manning, at nancy@travisaudu-
bon.org. Submissions by email are preferred 
but not required. Call Nancy at 300-BIRD if you 
have questions. •
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Rose-throated Becard (Pachyramphus aglaiae).  
Photo by Jeff Whitlock.

Piping Plover (Charadrius melodus).  
Photo by Jeff Whitlock.
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Why Does Sparrowman 
Love Central Texas  
So Much? 
Thursday, November 21, 2013

Speaker: Dr. Byron Stone

Photo: compliments of Byron Stone

Join us at our November membership meeting as Byron Stone, aka   
Sparrowman and Dr. Birdie, presents on one of his favorite topics – spar-
rows! His presentation will feature a pictorial overview of sparrows of central 
Texas, with commentary about their abundance, identification, distribution 
and conservation needs. If you’re new to sparrows, this will be a great over-
view and will give you an introduction to Travis Audubon’s Sparrow ID class, 
which Byron teaches. If you’ve taken Byron’s class, this will be a great 
review. And who doesn’t need a regular review of sparrows?! The timing is 
perfect as many of our sparrows will be returning around the time of Byron’s 
presentation.

Byron Stone is a physician and naturalist with a 
love of the outdoors that started in early child-
hood when he would go fishing with his grand-
father and catch horny toads near his home in 
central Austin. He has been an avid birder for 
over three decades, and has traveled all parts 
of Texas to observe birds and wildlife. Byron's 
interest in sparrows dates back over two de-
cades ago, when he began to try in earnest to 
tell apart all of those "little brown birds." Byron 
has been teaching the sparrow identification class for Travis Audubon Society 
for over ten years, using primarily his own digital images to teach those class-
es and other workshops on sparrow identification. Byron was a co-founder 
of the perennially-popular SparrowFest conducted each February for the 
past eight years at Balcones Canyonlands NWR. Besides sparrows, Byron  
also has special interests in shorebirds, gulls, raptors and seasonal and 
regional bird distribution in Texas. He lives in Austin with his 16-year-old 
dachshund, Kramer.

Thanks to RK Audiology for their generous sponsorship of our November 
meeting. Find out more at: rkaudiology.com •

Travis Audubon 
Monthly Meetings
Location:   First Presbyterian Church 

8001 Mesa Dr., Austin, TX 78731

Time:  Doors open at 6:30 p.m. for social time 
Program begins at 7:00 p.m.

 Refreshments are provided.

Dr. Byron Stone

Mission Statement
Travis Audubon promotes the enjoyment, understanding,  

and conservation of native birds and their habitats.

Join Travis Audubon 
for our Annual 
Holiday Potluck  
& Silent Auction!
Mark your calendars! This year's Hol-
iday Potluck and Silent Auction will 
be held Sunday, December 8th, from 
5:30 to 8:30 PM, in lieu of the Decem-
ber monthly meeting. No registration 
required! Join us at the First Unitarian 
Universalist Church on Grover Avenue 
to enjoy good food and fellowship with 
your fellow Travis Audubon members, 
and bid on a variety of fabulous auction 
items in support of Travis Audubon. •

Spotted Towhee (Pipilo maculatus). Photo by Jeff Whitlock.

Simple solutions for high-tech hearing…
so you stay connected.

rkaudiology.com 
2003 S Lamar, Ste 4, Austin, Texas 78704 • (512) 704-7447



Chaetura Canyon 

by Georgean and Paul Kyle, Sanctuary Stewards

A touch of fall in the air and a few much needed rain showers graced the 
Canyon in late September. The Escarpment Cherry trees (Prunus serotina) 
responded with a healthy crop of maturing fruit. Rumor has it that most of 
the large specimens were harvested for the furniture industry about the 
same historic time as the mature Ashe Junipers were harvested for railroad 
ties. These elegant trees have been one of the dominant understory plants 
in the Canyon since we began restoration efforts more than 30 years ago, 
and a few sizeable specimens can be found on the Sanctuary. One particu-
larly nice tree stands right next to the Steward’s Residence. 

Because of the proximity of this individual, we are able to easily observe the 
many species of wildlife that visit this bountiful natural restaurant. Although 
a little too bitter for our taste, many species of birds and tree squirrels 
partake of the fruit. Even the usually ground-dwelling Rock Squirrels will 
hazard a clumsy climb up for the tasty treats. The mammals just grab and 
shovel in as much as they can hold, but the avian species seems to have a 
variety of techniques.

Northern Mockingbirds, Ladder-backed and Golden-fronted Woodpeckers, 
Blue Jays and Western-Scrub Jays, Orchard Orioles and Baltimore Orioles 
will take a whole cherry (about the size of a garbanzo bean) in a single 
gulp. Black-crested Titmice collect a single fruit and hold it between their 
feet while hammering away as they would on a sunflower seed. Carolina 
Chickadees typically hang upside down and peck away while House Finches 
land on a nearby branch and stretch out to take delicate bites. Northern 
Cardinals work a cherry around in their bills to separate the flesh from the 
pit which they then discard. Fruit-eaters are not the only avian diners as 
the fruit also attracts small insects. This is much to the delight of the local 
Carolina and Bewick’s Wrens, hummingbirds and Blue Gray Gnatcatchers 
who, in turn, dine on the insects. 
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Our final public event of the year was the Mediterranean Feast held on Sat-
urday, September 7th. It was a sellout crowd. Several dignitaries joined the 
festivities again this year including J. David Bamberger, Christy Muse of the 
Hill Country Conservancy, former Executive Director of Houston Audubon 
Gina Donovan, and TAS President Caroline Jones. In addition to our regu-
lar core of “Chaeturians”, we also had a lot of brand new attendees. The 
evening started with a nice rain shower and obviously no one complained! 
Thanks to all participants for making this major fundraiser for the Chaetura 
Canyon Maintenance Fund a huge success. 

Chaetura Canyon Donors – August and September

Sanctuary News

Mediterranean Feast

Mark Wilson

dana Kuykendall

caroline Jones

Ellen Smith

Marian henderson

Ann and don connell

Anne and John donovan

Jo Wilson

Management Fund

Anne donovan

Ann and don connell

caroline Jones

Jo Wilson

Barbara Paul

charles Patrick Oles

James and Betsy Winn

rootin’ ridge Toymakers

Anne Wheeler

Paul Wheeler

glenda Embree

claire Jackson

Nell Martin

Kat ross

Nancy ross

gail Woods

dawn Albright

Terri rose

Jo Ann Ellis

Mark Ellis
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Mike davis

Peg gavin 

ron Armbruster

Marilou and dan Schmidt

Zofia hunt

Escarpment Cherries

Mediterranean Feast



Baker Sanctuary 

Article by Chris Murray 

November/December 2013

As mentioned in the March/April 2013 edition of Signal Smoke, the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service was in the process of reviewing the status of the 
Jollyville Plateau Salamander (JPS) to determine if the species warrant-
ed protection under federal law, specifically the Endangered Species Act 
(ESA). On August 20th, the Service published a final rule to list the JPS 
as ‘threatened’ with rules to become effective on September 19th of this 
year. Since Baker Sanctuary is known to harbor JPS at Baker Spring and 
Audubon Spring, the new ruling is of particular interest to TAS. Anticipating 
questions, the Service also published a six-page document to explain and 
answer some of the more common concerns people may have with re-
gard to the listing. This article will attempt to summarize the more pertinent 
points regarding the ruling; the bulk of the information is derived from the 
USFWS document with the catchy title of Frequently Asked Questions: Final 
Rule to List and Designate Critical Habitat for the Austin Blind and Jollyville 
Plateau Salamanders and a 6-Month Extension of the Georgetown and Sal-
ado Salamanders Listing and Critical Habitat Determinations.

Jollyville Plateau Salamander
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The first question is why did the Service list the JPS as “threatened” and not 
“endangered”? According to the USFWS, “The Jollyville Plateau salamander 
population has begun experiencing impacts from threats to their habitats, 
and these threats are expected to increase in the future. The Jollyville Pla-
teau salamander is likely to become in danger of extinction in the foresee-
able future throughout all of its range and, therefore, meets the definition 
of a threatened species.” For the most part, threats to JPS habitats come 
in the form of reduced water quality and quantity and disturbance to spring 
sites, the same threats confronting the Austin Blind Salamander, a species 
which did recently receive an “endangered” listing. However, since the JPS 
is known to consist of 107 populations scattered throughout two counties 
(compared to the one known population for the Austin Blind Salamander), 
at present the JPS is not considered to be imperiled enough to warrant 
‘endangered’ status but may be so in the future if no action is taken. Ideally, 
upcoming recovery plans and the designation of critical habitat for the JPS 
will be instrumental in preventing the species from further decline.

The designation of critical habitat is key. According to the USFWS, “Critical 
habitat is a term in the ESA that identifies geographic areas essential for 
the conservation of an endangered or threatened species. The ESA de-
fines ‘conservation’ as the actions leading towards the eventual recovery 
of a species to the point where it is no longer endangered or threatened.” 
Area designated as critical habitat is protected from destruction or adverse 
modification from projects that are either funded or authorized by a federal 
agency. To develop land in an area designated as critical habitat would 

require developers to consult with the USFWS; a safeguard that typically 
assures habitat quality is not compromised. On the other hand, a private 
landowner with critical habitat on their property and undertaking a project 
that does not require federal funding or permits is generally not required to 
consult with the USFWS. However, in both scenarios, it is illegal to kill, harm, 
harass, pursue, or remove the protected species from the wild. The USFWS 
has designated 4,331 acres in Williamson and Travis Counties as critical 
habitat for the JPS, down 603 acres from the original amount proposed in 
the Register. 

In addition to the designation of critical habitat and its conservation, the 
ESA also requires the Service to develop and implement recovery plans 
for the conservation of listed species. “Recovery plans outline actions that 
are needed to improve the species’ status such that it no longer requires 
protection under the ESA. The Service develops and implements these 
plans in partnership with the species experts; other federal, state and lo-
cal agencies; tribes; non-governmental organizations; academia; and other 
stakeholders. Recovery plans also establish a framework for agencies to 
coordinate their recovery efforts and provide estimates of the cost of im-
plementing recovery tasks. Examples of typical recovery actions include 
habitat protection, habitat restoration (e.g., restoration of native vegetation), 
research, captive propagation and reintroduction, and outreach and edu-
cation.” While the JPS springs at Baker Sanctuary are currently protected 
under the umbrella of its status as a wildlife preserve, additional recovery 
and conservation actions may be implemented as they are developed and 
recommended by the Service. 

Finally, I have had several people inquire how and if they could see a Jol-
lyville Plateau Salamander. The answer is simple; you will not see one at 
Baker and do not even try. Of the two sites where they occur, only Baker 
Spring is near a trail but it is dry most of the year. Even if it were flowing, you 
would have to clamber down into the spring and turn over rocks and comb 
through the floating detritus to catch a glimpse of one, an endeavor that 
would certainly be considered harassment (aka illegal) and, if not careful, 
could result in the unintentional demise of a salamander. The City of Austin 
has trained herpetologists who survey the springs when they are flowing 
and they typically encounter an average of zero to two salamanders after 
several hours of searching. The best option is to hike the Baker Springs loop, 
stop at the spring site, and gaze (from a distance) into the water, knowing 
one or more salamanders are going about their business, protected from 
the growing pressures of urbanization. 

As a reminder, Baker Sanctuary will be closed to the public through mid-Jan-
uary for the annual Whitetail Deer management harvest.

Take advantage of this unique opportunity 
to reach fellow birders in our own 
neighborhood. 

Call 512-300-BIRD (2473) for more details.

Advertise 
in Signal Smoke



Blair Woods 

pictures by Nancy Manning

Fall Update

Blair Woods Sanctuary received a helping hand from Intel Corporation on 
September 18th. Eighteen Intel employees, working under the leadership 
of Judy Walther of Environmental Survey Consulting, cleared much of the 
savannah area and deeply mulched the trails. A high point of the event for 
many of the Intel employees was helping Chris Murray fell a giant tree! •
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ClassesTravis Audubon

Sparrow Identification 
with Byron Stone
Wednesdays, Nov. 13, 20, Dec. 4 and 11; 7-9 PM 
Field Trips: Saturdays, Nov. 16, 23, Dec. 14 and 
Sunday, Dec. 8 

Byron Stone will teach this popular class again this fall. Learn why Byron 
refers to Central Texas as "Sparrow Heaven" as we review the two dozen 
species of native sparrows that occur regularly in the Austin area each year. 
The class is designed for Intermediate Birders. The class will be taught on 
four separate Wednesday evenings, 7-9 PM, November 13, 20, December 
4 and 11 at a north Austin location. Field trips will be on Saturdays, Novem-
ber 16, 23, December 14 and Sunday, December 8. The December 14 field 
trip will be a part of the Austin Christmas Bird Count. Class fee is $75 for 
TAS members; $90 for non-members. To learn more about the class or to 
register, please contact Byron Stone at drbirdie@aol.com •

Travis Audubon’s 
Waterfowl 
Identification Class 
Saturdays, Jan. 4 and 11 and Sunday, Jan. 12;  
field trips included 

Begin the New Year by learning how to identify those ducks! If you’ve been 
walking around Lady Bird Lake and wondering what kind of ducks you see, 
this class will provide the answers. Travis Audubon Society is pleased to an-
nounce that Jean Martin will again teach the Waterfowl Identification Class. 
Jean taught the Beginning Birding Class for over 10 years, and has over 25 
years’ birding experience. This course will focus on ducks, grebes, geese, 
and other waterfowl found in Texas, especially during the winter months. It 
is well suited for birders who have completed an introductory class or for 
those who have ignored ducks because “all those females look alike.”

The class will consist of two lecture/photo presentations and three field 
trips. The lectures will be on Saturdays, January 4 and 11, from 8 to 10 
a.m., each followed by a field trip, which will last until about 2 p.m. Loca-
tions will be announced at class time. A third field trip will be conducted on 
Sunday, January 12, outside the Austin area beginning late morning and 
lasting several hours. Tuition is $55 for Travis Audubon members; $65 for 
nonmembers. The class will be limited to 14 participants. Register online at:
travisaudubon.org/education/adult-classes/waterfowl-identification.

For more information, contact Frances Cerbins at fcerbins@yahoo.com •
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Hiking Club by Charile Ciernia

Behind The Scenes at Travis Audubon
This summer, we shared with you what goes on behind the scenes in Conservation. in this issue, Executive Director Nancy Manning 
shares some details about where your donations, and the tireless efforts of our staff and volunteers, are being put to work to make Travis 
Audubon the best at what we do in Youth Education.

Education

Travis Audubon has been educating youth about the natural world since 1952. We have recently completed a very ambitious Youth Edu-
cation Strategy (YES) and Youth Education program. We hope you will take some time to read these documents so that you have a good 

understanding of the long-term commitment Travis Audubon has made to connect children to nature. These documents also detail our overall 
strategy, as well as current and future program goals. You can take a look at these important documents on our website: 

http://travisaudubon.org/education/youth-education-committee 

Recently, two school districts, Austin ISD and Leander ISD, have invited Travis Audubon to provide programming within the school day. This is an 
unusual invitation because of state requirements for curriculum. We have received funding from the Shield Ayres Foundation to begin this initiative, 
Explore, Restore and More, at Norman Elementary. This program involves teaming with two fifth grade teachers to introduce outdoor learning programs 
into the current curriculum. There will be two in-school components and a full day of learning at Blair Woods. If you are interested in this program and 
would like to learn how to help deliver the program, please contact Nancy at nancy@travisaudubon.org.

Stay tuned for Behind the Scenes in Communications in the next issue of  
Signal Smoke.”

Hiking Club is Back at Baker Sanctuary

At the end of September, twenty students from Whitestone Elementary and 
one home-schooled student began their school year in a unique manner—
outdoors at Baker Sanctuary, as part of our popular Hiking Club. Sanctuary 
Steward Chris Murray developed the six-week curriculum with the help of 
Deer Creek Elementary teacher Charlie Ciernia to support the required ele-
mentary science curriculum for Leander ISD.

Hiking Club is made possible thanks to funding by the Winkler Founda-
tion and Ray Andow, manager of Walmart store #1129 on FM620 near 
Baker Sanctuary. •

Cedar Waxwing (Bombycilla cedrorum). Photo by Jeff Whitlock.

On Front Cover
Botteri’s Sparrow  
Peucaea botterii 
Photo by Jeff Whitlock



Article by Bill Reiner.

As you dutifully drive your designated 
Christmas Bird Count route, you’re be-

ginning to wonder why. The road slices through empty 
fields. Dried stalks of tall weeds crowd the fencelines 
that are periodically interwoven with brush and tan-
gled grapevines, most of it bare or brown and for-
lorn-looking. But as you approach one particularly 
large knot of brush, a small flock of birds flies up from 
the roadside into it. Driving closer still, you can hear a 
jumbled chorus of sweet notes; some almost make it 
into a recognizable tune, but garbled, as if the singer 
is out of practice.

You get a glimpse 
of plumage: brown-
ish, streaked – yeah, 
sparrows again. The 
birds will probably 
skulk in the tangle, 
showing you too lit-
tle to identify them. 
If only Byron was here to help you sort them out.

But surprisingly, after a few soft “pish” sounds from 
you, several of the birds actually hop into view, then 
stay there, eye-balling you. They’re large-ish for spar-
rows, and the first you see are cleanly and easily recog-
nizable, having boldly striped black-and-white crowns 
atop gray faces, contrasting with bright pink-orange 
bills. You can quickly tick them off as White-crowned 
Sparrows.

Others in the group have the same orange bills, and 
the same aristocratic long-necked shape – so differ-
ent from the rather dumpy, hunched appearance of 
some other sparrows. But these birds have brown-
and-buffy crown stripes. If they were alone, you might 
confuse them for another species, but in company with 
the adults, you can easily tell that they are immature 
White-crowns.

Then another bird pops up that dwarfs the White-
crowns by comparison. Also sporting an orange bill, 
this one seems to have a disproportionately large head 
that is a warm tan color overall. No crown stripes on 
this bird, but mottled black running from the crown 
around the bill to the throat identifies it as a Harris’s 
Sparrow.

Naturalist ’s Calendar
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Adult Harris's Sparrow – Byron Stone

Adult White-crowned Sparrow – Jim DeVries
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White-crowned and Harris’s Sparrows tend to congregate in just this way, 
commonly in just this kind of habitat, during their winter stay in central Tex-
as. Unlike their close cousins, the White-throated Sparrows, they seem to 
avoid the interiors of woods, preferring instead clumps of brush in otherwise 
open spaces, or at the peripheries of woodlands.

Though they are frequently found together here, such is not the case else-
where in the country. A birding acquaintance from the East or West Coast 
will likely be quite familiar with White-crowns, since they are widespread 
across the continent. But tell them about the Harris’s Sparrows accompa-
nying the White-crowns, and your friend may ask to come visit you. Harris’s 
Sparrows are rare strays in winter outside of a narrow range in the middle 
of the country.

Harris’s Sparrows in breeding plumage are even less familiar to birders. In 
fact, the breeding range of the Harris’s Sparrows was among the last to 
be discovered of North American bird species. (As it turns out, Harris’s 
Sparrows are the only birds whose breeding range is confined to Canada.) 
The naturalist George M. Sutton was the first to find a nest, near the tree 
line in northern Manitoba, in 1931. Until recently, little was known of this 
species, since its breeding range is so remote: the Northwest Territories 
and Nunavut, and northern reaches of adjacent provinces.

By contrast, White-crowned Sparrows are the best known, and most stud-
ied, of all the North American sparrows – and, aside from the game birds, 
one of the best known of all North American birds. Apart from their wide 
continental range, the birds’ ease of care in captivity make them good sci-
entific subjects. Much knowledge of migratory behavior, for instance – such 
as the effect of day length and molt on initiation of migration, and the rate of 
fat accumulation in preparation for migration – comes from studies of these 
birds. One very interesting (and unsettling) finding was that these nocturnal 
migrants’ ability to navigate by stars may be compromised by brighter lights. 
Adults seem to be able to ignore the distractions much better than juveniles, 
who tend to steer toward the brightest point on the horizon – the rising 
moon, for instance… or the lights of a large city.

Most studies of White-crowns have 
dealt with migratory or breeding be-
havior, but some have investigated 
the birds on their winter range. For 
instance, White-crowns were found 
to be quite loyal to their specific win-
tering site, returning year after year. 
First-year birds, not surprisingly, ex-
hibited the least site-fidelity – part-
ly because they occupy the lowest 
rung of the “pecking order” (or so-
cial hierarchy). Older, socially-dom-
inant birds will push young birds 

away from the best foraging spots, so the immature birds are more likely to 
go hungry if food is limited. When all the White-crowns were experimentally 
removed from one wintering site, most of the birds that filtered in to fill the 
vacuum were immatures from neighboring ranges.

Interesting studies have also been done with Harris’s Sparrows. If you have 
seen many of these birds, you will have noticed that there is much individual 
variation in the amount of black on the head and breast. The extent of black 
varies most by age (juveniles having less than adults), but also somewhat 
by sex (females average less black than males); there is also some variation 
among individuals of the same sex and age – especially among immature 
birds.

Studies of the unrelated House Sparrow have shown that the extent of black 
on a male’s bib will determine his rank in the flock’s pecking order. Is the 
same true among Harris’s Sparrows? The answer seems to be that plum-
age coloration does play a role in establishing a Harris’s Sparrow’s rank in 
the flock, but not as simply as with the House Sparrows.

Observations of free-flying flocks found that juvenile birds were subordinate 
to adults, and females to males. Dominance among adult males was cor-
related to the birds’ relative size (the bigger bird dominated) rather than the 
extent of black in the plumage; neither size nor extent of black appeared 
to affect dominance among adult females. However, the extent of black in 
the plumage did affect a juvenile bird’s rank among other juveniles – and 
possibly also allowed adults to distinguish lower-ranking juveniles.

To test further, immature birds were captured, and their plumage dyed or 
bleached. Upon release, the bleached juveniles were “not respected” as 
much by their peers as before; they had to fight off birds that used to be 
their subordinates. The juveniles whose black was supplemented, on the 
other hand, did rise in social rank among their peers. However, the juveniles 

“painted” to look most like the dominant males were actually persecuted by 
those adults. Could the adults tell that they were pretenders?

In one more experiment, the black-dyed juveniles were given testosterone 
injections to alter their behavior, so that they acted more like adult males. 
When the birds were released this time, they did move up in the social hier-
archy, and were accepted for the social class that they appeared to be. So 
apparently, among Harris’s Sparrows, your place in society depends upon 
both how you are dressed and how you act. Nice clothes and attitude will 
boost you up the social ladder.

References for this column included The Birds of North America accounts for 
Harris’ Sparrow, by C.J. Norment and S.A. Shackleton ©1993 and White-
crowned Sparrow, by G. Chilton et al., ©1995; “Status signaling in harris 
sparrows: Experimental deceptions achieved” by Sievert and Frank C. Rohwer, 
©1978, in Animal Behavior; and the Cornell Lab of Ornithology website:
http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/harriss_sparrow/lifehistory •

Adult Harris's Sparrow – Byron Stone Immature White-crowned Sparrow – Byron Stone

Immature Harris's Sparrow – Byron Stone
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Date/Time Location/Description Registration  
Required Contact

Saturday, November 2 
8:00 to 10:00 a.m. Beginner’s Bird Walk at Riata Pond No Virginia Rose at virginia.rose@att.net

Saturday, November 2 
8:45 to 10:45 a.m. Laguna Gloria with Sam Fason Yes (16) Sam Fason at scfason@gmail.com

Tuesday, November 5  
7:00 a.m. to 9:00 a.m. Two hour Tuesday at Platt Lane, led by Ken Zaslow No Ken Zaslow at khz@att.net

Saturday, November 9 
7:00 a.m. & 4:00 p.m. Monthly Bird Count at Hornsby Bend No Eric Carpenter at ecarpe@gmail.com

Tuesday, November 12 
6:30 a.m. to early afternoon

Super Tuesday at Bastrop and Buescher State Parks,  
led by Terry Banks Yes Terry Banks at 55bluebirds@att.net

Friday, November 15 
8:00 a.m. to 11:00 a.m.

Balcones Preserve/Water Quality Lands  
Friday Birding Hikes — Bear Creek Yes http://birdingseries3.eventbrite.com

Saturday, November 16 
7:30 to 11:00 a.m. Hornsby Bend Monthly Bird Walk No Eric Stager at estager@gmail.com

Sunday, November 17 
8:00 to 11:30 a.m. Commons Ford Monthly Walk Yes (15) Diane Sherrill at  

nativeearthscapes@gmail.com

Tuesday, November 19 
7:30 a.m. to 9:30 a.m.

Two hour Tuesday at Lake Creek Trail,  
led by Ray and Ginny Steelman No Ray & Ginny Steelman at  

rgsteel@comcast.net

Tuesday, November 26 
7:30 a.m. to 11:30 a.m. 

Super Tuesday at Northeast Metropolitan Park,  
led by Dan Callaway Yes Ken Zaslow at khz@att.net

Tuesday, December 3 
7:00 a.m. to 12:00 noon

Super Tuesday at Doeskin Ranch,  
led by Deb and Lee Wallace Yes Deb & Lee Wallace at apeld@austin.rr.com

Saturday, December 7 
8:00 to 10:00 a.m. Beginner’s Bird Walk at Lake Creek Trail No Virginia Rose at virginia.rose@att.net

Saturday, December 7 
8:45 to 10:45 a.m. Laguna Gloria with Sam Fason Yes (16) Sam Fason at scfason@gmail.com

Tuesday, December 10 
7:30 a.m. to 10:30 a.m.

Super Tuesday at the Slaughter Creek Greenbelt  
at Bauerle Ranch led by Ken Zaslow Yes Ken Zaslow at khz@att.net

Saturday, December 14 
All Day Austin Christmas Bird Count 2013 !!!! Yes Shelia Hargis and Laurie Foss at  

austincbc@gmail.com

Monday, December 16 
All Day Balcones Christmas Bird Count Yes Shelia Hargis and Laurie Foss at  

balconescbc@gmail.com 

Friday, December 20 
8:00 a.m. to 11:00 a.m.

Balcones Preserve/Water Quality Lands  
Friday Birding Hikes — FM 620 near FM 2222 Yes http://birdingseries4.eventbrite.com

Due to the large number of events and limited space in Signal Smoke, readers are asked to visit the Field Trips page at www.travisaudubon.org for complete trip details and possible updates.

Tropical Parula (Parula pitiayumi). Photo by Jeff Whitlock.White Ibis (Eudocimus albus). Photo by Jeff Whitlock.



Whooping Crane (Grus americana). Photo by Jeff Whitlock.

August – September 
2013 Donors 
We extend our deepest gratitude to all our donors – 
your support is critical to the ongoing conservation 
and education efforts of Travis Audubon.
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Victor Emanuel 
Conservation Award 
Luncheon 
Theodore c. rogers

Maxwell Locke & ritter LLP

September Member 
Meeting
Joan Foster

Karol deVries

Ian Steusloff

Jackie davis

Shelia hargis

Shirley Lavergne

Jean Martin

cullen hanks

Judith Bailey

Mark Wilson and  
dana Kuykendall

Lynn hill

Sharon T. richardson

Nancy radding

Kathrine ross

Stephen Livingston

Jo Wilson

caroline Jones

Bob Warneke

Meeting Sponsor
rK Audiology

Alamo Inn

Chaetura Canyon
Andrea Walsh

Joseph B. hunt

Ann and don connell

gina donovan

Jo Wilson

James Winn

Anne donovan

Marian henderson

caroline Jones

Patrick Oles

david Bamberger

Jacque Sue Austin

Ellen Smith

Mark Wilson and dana 
Kuykendall

Marilou Schmidt

rondalyn hathaway

Phyllis read

Paul Kyle

General Donation
Bill reiner

Meg Youngblood

Mary Miller

Victor Emanuel Nature Tours

gina donovan

Summer Appeal
Bowman consulting

Travis Audubon 
Legacy Giving
Find out how you can make a lasting difference.

Did you know you can support Travis Audubon without giving money to-
day? In addition to enhancing your own financial plans, a gift through your 
estate can help ensure Travis Audubon will always provide the programs 
and services you value, and continue serving as a voice for conservation 
in Central Texas.

For more information about Travis Audubon’s Legacy Giving program, call 
our office at 512-300-2473 or visit our website at travisaudubon.org/sup-
port-us/legacy-giving

If your legacy plans already include Travis Audubon, please let us know. We 
will honor all requests for anonymity.

Thank you for providing for our future! •

Golden-cheeked Warbler  (Dendroica chrysoparia). Photo by Jeff Whitlock.

Photo courtesy of Valarie Bristol.



Join your local Audubon chapter, 

Travis Audubon, by using the form 

at the right. Your dues will be put to 

use supporting local conservation, 

education, research projects, field trips, and other Travis Audubon activities 

right here in Central Texas. We seek your support through your membership 

in our local chapter. To become a member of National Audubon, please go 

to their website at www.audubon.org. Don’t forget to include the National 

Audubon Source Code of 79M7 and the Travis Audubon Chapter code of 

W03, so Travis Audubon receives credit.

Join Travis Audubon now and support local birds, 
wildlife, and their habitats.

Travis Audubon chapter members receive six issues a year of the Signal 

Smoke newsletter, priority sign-ups on local field trips, discounts on our ed-

ucational classes, the opportunity to participate in our e-mail group, attend 

our wonderful monthly lectures, access to our three sanctuaries, and more!

To join Travis Audubon

Make your check payable to Travis Audubon and send it with this form to 

Travis Audubon, 3710 Cedar St., Box 5, Austin, TX 78705, or join online 

using any major credit card by going to www.travisaudubon.org and clicking 

on “Join.”

Travis Audubon

YES! I want to enjoy the benefits of Travis Audubon chapter membership. 
Enroll me as a member of Travis Audubon. Enclosed is my check for:

❏ $10 Youth Membership (up to age 18)
❏ $30 Individual Membership
❏ $45 Family Membership
❏ $75  Painted Bunting Membership (embroidered patch of 

Painted Bunting)
❏ $100  Vireo Membership (embroidered patch of Vireo, 

bumper sticker)
❏ $250  Warbler Membership (Embroidered patch of Warbler, 

one free class, VIP field trip)
❏ $1,000  Lifetime Membership (Special Lifetime Member 

embroidered patch, T-shirt, invitation to special 
events, VIP field trip)

T-shirt size (for Lifetime Memberships) 

This is a gift membership from 

Name Phone

Address

City State Zip

Email

Travis Audubon 
3710 Cedar Street, Box 5 
Austin, TX 78705

Nonprofit Org.
U.S. Postage Paid
Permit No. 2301

Austin, Texas

Visit the Travis Audubon website at: TravisAudubon.org


